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ON THE ROAD (2

not dally in Liuchow, now sadly smashed by bombs,
but took the road leading north-west, straight towards the
heart of China. The road was one of the roughest I had yet
encountered, and we made poor time, but arrived at the town
of Hingyuen before nightfall. Lin and I spent the evening in
a theatre. Many people have described Chinese drama, some
seriously, some frivolously, and either way it is a good subject.
One evening's entertainment seemed to embrace the whole
history of drama, comprising one play in the classical style,
heavy stuff with marching troops and bearded generals,
tremendously punctuated by the powerful percussion element
in the orchestra ; one play in more piano, more elegant vein,
such as was used as a vehicle by the great Mei Lan Fang, with
the chief role, of a princess disguised as a general, sung in
falsetto by the leading actor ; finally, a crashing domestic
comedy in the Plautine vein, in which the rich man was
repeatedly and ingeniously cuckolded by the poor scholar,
traditionally a home-breaker, I regret to say, in Chinese plays.
I was up at dawn next day, goodness knows why, and strolled
down to the river, and was for once rewarded for this display
of energy. Not only was the sky splashed with rosy fingers,
but the early light gave the rocky river-banks a quite unearthly
eggshell colouring, which I was able to photograph with the
little camera I always carried, illegally, in the pocket of my
trousers. To complete the Chinese painting, an old man was
fishing on the opposite bank with a long, light rod and line.
As I watched he hooked a good fish, and his cries of delight
and excitement as he played it would have gladdened the heart
of any angler in the world.

The road grew steadily worse, and after we had bumped
along for ten miles we made the horrifying discovery that all
but two of the leaves of the transverse rear spring had broken.
I was carrying, by some fluke of foresight, a spare spring, but
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